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Suddenly coming upon that painting prompted a series of questions that resulted in this partial inventory of twentieth century Donne signs and sightings. Among them-where was Donne in the literary/artistic imagination at the start of the century during the years immediately before the 1912 Grierson edition and in the decades that followed? Who read him, painted him, thought about him? What have been the terms of the engagement? And behind those questions-why Donne? This investigation is more exploratory than polemical. The cast of characters is so varied, the Donnes invoked so multiple (love poet, dandy, satirist, religious poet, polemicist, priest), and the responses so various, that gathering the materials and making them speak to each other is in itself a useful enterprise. For it is remarkable that a writer so word specific as Donne, so much a figure (even as a composite of many figures) of a time, of a space, of readily identifiable ways of being and seeing, can inhabit so many different times and spaces and not only enter, but grain-of-sand-like, disturb the imaginations of so many and so diverse readers. Of course, even in the seventeenth century, Donne was there and elsewhere, both in London and at and through the firmament, space travel in the not so very distant future.
Donne turns up surprisingly frequently, although certainly not as often as Shakespeare, who is far more thoroughly embedded in subsequent literature as a data bank of allusions, 2 as a set of texts to remake, which, of course, happens with every production on stage or film (and in other media, as well, in opera or musical, from Verdi's Macbeth or Thomas' Hamlet, to Kiss me Kate, or Play On, the recent jazz version of Twelfth Night) and, most important, as an inescapable cultural presence. As a synecdoche for the literary imagination, for creativity itself, and as the source for iconic representations of the human condition, his figures at once mythical and recognizable, Shakespeare seems to demand response. There has rarely been, for example, so profound an engagement by one writer of another as by Joyce of Shakespeare, not only in Ulysses but also in Finnegans Wake. 3 Joyce certainly admired Donne, too, especially the Donne who ''is Shakespearian in his richness,'' as Arthur Power records Joyce remarking in an account of his conversations with Joyce, 4 but unlike the case of the Shakespeare encounter there was little at stake there and few traces in the writing. 5 Moreover, it is usually Shakespeare's Hamlet or his Rosalind one talks about, less often ''Shakespeare himself'' (a phrase that is as much trope as historical identity); the biographical Shakespeare remains, for the most part, monumentally anonymous. 6 But it is Donne in his texts, this strange yet still somehow contemporary figure from the past, whom the later writer greets, trying on his language and looking inside his imagination. It is an audacious language, certainly, and it inscribes a vision no less so, but it is oddly transportable over the centuries, its time and place specifities notwithstanding. Donne's syntax of desire, which allows, too, for loss-of love, of God, of self-is somehow renewable in its own terms. The encounter happens less in the manner of a Bloomean agon or an overreaching than simply as a willingness to listen, to reimagine, to make over as one's own. In many of the encounters recorded here, it is not Donne as the name for high art whom we meet, but Donne as a writer who has to be read. There is a psychology to map and a linguistic system to parse that remain ongoing provocations, resources, and recourses.
There is an apt and very recent example of just such imaginative listening by the Canadian poets Doug Beardsley and Al Purdy, in their The Man Who Outlived Himself: An Appreciation of John Donne. Indeed, one could believe that the book's publication had been staged by Donne, for its title briefly stood in for the obituary of one of its authors. Al Purdy died on Friday, April 21, 2000, but his death had not yet been announced when the newspaper review appeared on April 22 . This not quite posthumous book (who has outlived whom?) consists of an ongoing conversation about Donne, ''the strangest poet in the English language,'' 7 and of twelve of his poems, followed by a rewriting of five of Donne's elegies in which Donne's language merges through translation, adaptation, and explanation with Purdy's and Beardsley's (''blood transfusions from Donne to us'' 63), and this is followed by a poem from each to Ann More. ''I vision her as a girl so tender / and heartbreaking in the way she was / you couldn't look at her without tears / and I can't write about her / without a peculiar kind of love,'' Purdy wrote, concluding How far do the elements of lovers go slingshot as far as the new millennium? Her body trembling among the outer planets when he touched her remained on earth among her dying children. But that isn't it either; you say her name-Ann More and both of them Ann and her lover John Donne flash quicksilver in the mind mirror -her madman, her iconoclast her 'genius' with microscope brain and the girl who might have suspected all this but knew it didn't matter much beside the tenderness and laughter a kind of formula we humans have for making whole our broken lives (109)
Joining those who attempt to imagine Ann into being, Purdy writes to her both as and through Donne and he does get something of the Donne quicksilver and the interplanetary spaces. In the book's conversations, however, the emphasis is mostly on Donne the soliloquist, who is something of an attitude taker, nearly all intellect, someone who has ''difficulty taking his eyes off himself'' (53), but who is also capable of being carried away in ecstasy, even if, as Purdy suspects, he may be only performing ecstasy. Purdy and Beardsley are attentive to that ecstasy, but entirely in the realm of the secular. They do not hear or see what Stanley Spencer did. What Spencer saw, of course, was heaven and he saw it with Donne's eyes. He certainly had read more of the second prebend sermon on Psalm 63 (preached at St. Paul's Jan. 29 , 1626) than the one line he alluded to in the painting's title. The sermon's soaring operatic conclusion has heaven in nearly every line (in one patch 20 times in 14 lines); indeed the whole passage is behind the painting: ''for all the way to heaven is heaven. And as those angels, which come from Heaven hither bring heaven with them and are in heaven here. So that soule that goes to heaven, meets heaven here. '' 8 Spencer also read the poems as well as the sermons and many of his paintings suggest an ongoing meditation on Donne and, more to the point, a Donnean meditation on eros, God, and the wondrous materiality of our life on earth. This is his only painting with Donne as subject, but an implicit Donne, the apostle of eroticized divine love and of sex made holy is a presence in nearly all he painted and in many of his writings (sermons he called some of them) on art, life, religion, and love. 9 In a series of paintings called ''Beatitudes of Love,'' Spencer described ''the twinned and unified souls of two persons [the two figures in each painting]. The composition turns the two into one person and becomes a single organism. . . . They are more genuine than any religious paintings I have ever done. . . . The religious quality I had been looking for and had never found in my work hitherto, now in my sex pictures showed itself for the first time. . . . In all my sex experience I notice the same degree of emotion as in religious experience.'' 10 He described ''Beatitude: Contemplation'' ( Fig. 2) , as ''a husband [a Spencer self-portrait] and wife . . . engaged in contemplation of each other, as if expressed by their rapt gaze, as though they would never stop looking'' (quoted in Collis, 141). Of another painting, he remarks, ''I had just drawn a composition of Christ choosing the disciples. To make it convincing I had to pilfer from one of my sex pictures an incident where a man is choosing a girl. His gesture was just right. I could take some of my sex pictures and transpose them into religious ones, and no one would know they had ever been otherwise'' (Collis, 143). And it was not just sex, it was all the activities of daily life that carried the divine, from the cowls (ventilating shaft covers on a brewery) in ''Mending Cowls, Cookham'' to the armchair Christ sits on in a late painting, ''Christ in Cookham.'' They are presented as items in a transfigured but still workaday world where ''the events must seem as real as going shopping.'' ''I am always wanting,'' Spencer continued ''to establish a union between myself and what is divine and holy. '' 11 The most widely known Spencer painting, ''The Resurrection, Cookham'' ( Fig. 3) , depicts a heaven quite like the one Donne arrived at a dozen years earlier, but more populated, closer to the center of town. ''As it is heaven,'' Spencer wrote, ''there is no hurrying to be off. . Study our manuscripts, those Myriades Of letters, which have past twixt thee and mee, thence write our Annals, and in them will bee To all whom loves subliming fire invades, Rule and example found.
( 15 He was thinking of poems like ''Dust'' or ''The Fish,'' or ''Mummia.'' To rarefy ecstasy. 16 The ''mummy'' of ''Loves Alchymie'' hardly rarefied ecstacy, but Brooke's Donne is clad in rather pre-Raphaelite robes. ''Dust'' captures more of the Donnean desire and, in two of its lines, more of an echo of the voice, as it imagines the lovers dead, crumbled in their separate night, but with the possiblity of reunion remaining:
And every mote, on earth or air, Will speed and gleam, down later days, And like a secret pilgrim fare By eager and invisible ways, Nor ever rest, nor ever lie, Till, beyond thinking, out of view, One mote of all the dust that's I Shall meet one atom that was you. 17 Brooke's Donnean manner may be too easily come by, but the echoes are often pleasing, ''And Innocence accounted wise, / and Faith the fool, the pitiable. / Love so rare, one would swear / All of earth for ever well-/ Careless lips and flying hair / And little things I may not tell'' (''Sometimes Even Now . . . ,'' 155). Although there is more gesture than substance here as Brooke echoes the teacher and works the metaphor machine like an apt but not particularly inspired pupil, he does mark a significant moment in the history of Donne reception before the Grierson edition (his Donne was probably the Chambers edition, and encountered in what Dayton Haskin has documented as the newfound enthusiasm for Donne in the last years of the nineteenth century). 18 Brooke's letters show him reading Donne in 1907 and there are numerous other references, one a description of him setting off for Germany in 1912 with Baedeker and Donne in his pocket. He wrote three interesting reviews of the Grierson edition, the first, in The Nation for February 15, 1913 , using the Spencer painting as its occasion: ''One of the most remarkable of the English pictures in the recent Post-Impressionist exhibition depicts John Donne arriving in Heaven. 'I don't know who John Donne is,' a sturdy member of the public was lately heard to remark in front of it, 'but he seems to be getting there. ' '' 19 And, Brooke continues, with this new edition Donne is indeed ''getting there.'' The Donne of this review ''startles the soul from her lair with unthinkable paradoxes''; he is a love poet unafraid to ''acknowledge that he was composed of body, soul, and mind.'' In the next review, Brooke set the terms for the Herbert Read / T. S. Eliot Donne: ''Donne feels only the idea. He does not try to visualize it. He never visualizes, or suggests that he has any pleasure in looking at things. His poems might have been written by a blind man in a world of blind men'' (141). Wrong, wrong, wrong, one is inclined to remark, but remarkably tenacious.
A late poem, ''Safety,'' reads like a reprise of the separate planet Donne, the Donne of ''The Sun Rising'' and ''The Good Morrow,'' but now in time of war: ''Who is so safe as we? / We have found safety with all things undying, / . . . We have built a house that is not for Time's throwing. / We have gained a peace unshaken by pain for ever / War knows no power'' (147). Some of these late poems confronting death and war are among his weakest, most notably the multiply anthologized, ''The Soldier. '' 20 As Samuel Hymes observes, however, these poems do have a ''value which one would not want to lose, for they tell us with terrible accuracy of the delusions of nobility which Brooke's generation carried into war.'' 21 But many who carried Donne to war read those death inflected poems more profoundly than did Brooke. Owen is a good example 22 and most strikingly, Edgell Rickword, who revealed a response very different from Brooke's variations on a Keatsian easeful death:
I knew a man, he was my chum, but he grew blacker every day, and would not brush the flies away, nor blanch however fierce the hum of passing shells; I used to read, to rouse him, random things from Donnelike ''Get with child a mandrake root.'' But you can tell he was far gone, for he lay gaping, mackerel-eyed, and stiff and senseless as a post even when that old poet cried ''I long to talk with some old lover's ghost.'' I tried the Elegies one day, but he, because he heard me say: ''What needst thou have more covering than a man?'' grinned nastily, so then I knew the worms had got his brains at last. There was one thing that I might do to starve those worms; I racked my head for wholesome lines and quoted Maud. His grin got worse and I could see he sneered at passion's purity. He stank so badly, though we were great chums I had to leave him; then rats ate his thumbs. 23 Here Donne's lines are offered in defiance of death and yet are the very materials, in a species of verbal anamorphia, out of which Death is created. Rickword brought his Donne, the two-volume Muse's Library edition that he had been reading at Oxford, 24 That tangled growth of intellect and passion, where thought spread sensuous, mental love's last acts, where doubt's exhuberance even doubt defied, thrust skywards in the noon-day of ambition.
Till in a flash which humbled that rich Earth Donne saw Time's handiwork on the bodies of men, and Death, squat in each wrinkle as a trench, sniping the careless heads of Love and Mirth.
He wooed God ''like an angel from a cloud'', preaching: but sometimes the more faithful pen revived a metaphor that had trapped a wench and shames the dandy in the wimpled shroud.
''The most modern of all poets,'' 25 Rickwood called Donne, and it is precisely this sense of Donne's contemporaneity that links the diverse voices assembled here.
Lytton Stachey also enters the picture. He reviewed the Grierson edition, indeed before Booke did (he may well have been responsible for getting Brooke to read Donne), his own interest in Donne going back well before 1905. It was in that year that he wrote a set of poems anatomizing his despair over losing the battle to Maynard Keynes for the affections of their fellow apostle, Hobhouse. Their titles: ''The Exhumation,'' ''The Conversation,'' ''The Speculation,'' ''The Resolution.'' Strachey was a biographer and essayist, not a poet, but these poems do catch the Donne sound and image with a sort of spectral fidelity, for example, ''The Exhumation, ' Donne remained an interest, an intellectual resource all his life. There's an amusing anecdote of Carrington preparing herself for a trip with Strachey in 1916, boning up on her Donne. In the event, it rained a great deal and so they stayed inside, Strachey reading, Carrington painting. She did a wonderful painting of half of this scene: Strachey is lying down, his Donne volume closed but held carefully as if he were weighing it in his exquisitely shaped hands.
At about the same time across the Atlantic, Hart Crane, a poet who not only learned how to read Donne but to write him from inside his language and yet never to sound imitative or derivative, was, in his words, ''runn[ing] joyfully toward John Donne!!!'' 27 Crane found Donne ''a wonder, speaking from my own experience'' (25) . ''I am fond of things of great fragility,'' he wrote, ''and also, and especially of the kind of poetry John Donne represents, a dark, murky, brooding, speculative vintage, at once sensual and spiritual, rather the beauty of experience than innocence'' (67-68). The transformation, transmutation really, is fascinating. Crane refers to specific lines-The ''Second Aniversary'' 's ''Thou shalt not peepe through lattices of eies, / Nor heare through Laberinths of eares''-and all of ''The Expiration'' as illustrating what he wanted to do as a poet: ''What I want to get is just what is so beautifully done in this poem [''The Expiration''], an 'interior form', a form that is so thorough and intense as to dye the words themselves with a peculiarity of meaning, slightly different maybe from the ordinary definition of them separate from the poem. If you remember my 'Black Tambourine' [he is writing to Sherwood Anderson in 1922, the year after the publication of this early poem], you will perhaps agree with me that I have at least accomplished this idea once'' (77).
The interests of a black man in a cellar Mark tardy judgment on the world's closed door. Gnats toss in the shadow of a bottle, And a roach spans a crevice on the floor.
Aesop, driven to pondering, found Heaven with the tortoise and the hare; Fox brush and sow ear top his grave And mingling incantations on the air.
The black man, forlorn in the cellar, Wanders in some mid-kingdom, dark, that lies Between his tambourine, stuck on the wall, And, in Africa, a carcass quick with flies. 28 In Donne's ''Expiration''-kiss, go, ghost, death, kill, word-carry their ''ordinary meaning'' but at the same time are ''dye[d] . . . with a peculiarity of meaning,'' that is, de-and-reformed in metaphor. Crane's poem, like Donne's, 12 lines long, is not about kisses and lovers, but about black poets and musicians in the cellars of the white world cut off from the myth makers who mingle incantations on the air. But it too stays entirely inside its metaphor (as in that Frost line that defines poetry, ''like a piece of ice on a hot stove, the poem must ride on its own melting''), no talking animals, just gnats, roaches, and flies. '' 'Make my dark poem light, and light' . . . is the text I chose from Donne sometime ago, as my direction'' (176), Crane wrote to Allen Tate, referring to the line, minus the ''heavy,'' that comes from the same stanza in Donne's Metempsychosis in which he launches at Paradise. ''I have always been working hard for a more perfect lucidity, and it never pleases me to be taken as willfully obscure and esoteric.'' But he was so taken; metaphysical, he was often called, and whatever that word means, it does seem to link these two apparently so different poets.
The connection that Crane felt between himself and Donne has more to do with deep structure than surface detail. That was certainly the way the poet and critic-teacher, Josephine Miles, approached the issue of the Donne legacy in her 1971 essay ''Twentieth Century Donne'': ''What 17th century metaphysical, what Donnian traits could be useful to the present?'' 29 What she found was a tradition she called ''the poetry of concept countered by concept'' (210) within a structure that is both ''exceptive and limiting . . . not merely and but but and yet, with implicative ifs and concessive thoughs'' (218). Her terms are different from Crane's (he figures only briefly in her examples, for his handling of time) but, like him, she locates her investigation within the articulation of the poem's elements, its language and thought (Yeats thus becomes the truest heir with other examples drawn from Auden, Eliot, Cummings, Stevens, Warren, but not from too many at the time of her writing). What she was looking for was less what a twentieth-century poet might want to take from Donne, or how such a poet might read, respond, or echo him, than what Donne and his contemporaries had ''deposited'' in the language that had survival power (language here conceived almost as a geological stratum-a Burgess shale of teeming syntactic forms), so that coming across W. S. Merwin's ''Fear,'' for example, The Donne with whom Miles opened her essay was the Eliotic Donne, the Donne she had grown up with, ''direct sensuous apprehension of thought,'' the immediacy of the odor of the rose, terms that she realized were inadequate as she reread and rethought the poems. It has become a familiar refrain, that mischievous paragraph in the 1921 ''Essay on Metaphysical Poetery'' (one paragraph and all that fuss!). 33 And the few echoes in the poetry are also familar (they are not so much allusions as nods in the direction of; Eliot talked about Donne far more than he used him). The canonization narrative and the counter narratives, how Eliot needed his version of Donne for his version of Eliot, are familiar, too. But one of the real silences of that narrative is the absent book on Donne. There were the 1926 Clark Lectures, ''On the Metaphysical Poetry of the 17th Century,'' and the 1931 ''Donne in Our Time'' essay, which offered, it should be emphasized, a considerably nuanced version of the 1921 argument. 34 Thought and sensibility are still fissured but the emphasis now is on language; there is less about the mind of England and more about the natural, conversational style that made it possible for subsequent poets to think in lyric verse. There was, as well, an abbreviated version of the Clark in the 1933 Johns Hopkins Turnbull lectures. There were plans to publish these as The School of Donne but that never happened. Visions and revisions notwithstanding (and there were several), and Eliot's insistence that the lectures not be quoted without permission, there was no book (the lectures were only published a few years ago). 35 Eliot finally gave the rights to the title to A. Alvarez, whose book The School of Donne appeared in 1961.
Eliot's view of Donne, of course, was not his alone. Rupert Brooke had anticipated it and Herbert Read echoed and somewhat modified it two years later in his 1923 essay, ''The Nature of Metaphysical Poetry,'' published in the Criterion. But in many ways more interesting than his intervention in Donne criticism, is the volume of poetry Read published the same year, Mutations of the Phoenix. The epigraph of the title poem is to Shakespeare's rather than to Donne's phoenix. But the mythical bird mutates and in one section ''burns spiritually / among the fierce stars / and in the docile brain's recesses,'' giving to the phoenix riddle something of a Donnean sense of last things: ''But vision is fire, / Light burns the world in the focus of any eye. / The eye is all: is hierarch of the finite world. / Eye gone light gone, and the unknown is very near.'' 36 Two other poems in that volume are explicit in their Donne references, indeed one is about Donne, spoken by him, ''John Donne Declines a Benefice.'' The other, ''The Analysis of Love,'' has as its epigraph, ''The Ecstasy'' 's ''great prince in prison.'' Its analysis of love and lust is Read's not Donne's, but at moments is strikingly Donnean in form as Read works through Donne's language to argue against it:
In vain I have searched the visible earth For any symbol of our love: Doves, elephants and Abelards
Have seemed too empty of our mood.
They are too finite in their wooing Linked by ambitious bonds: I court you in the commonplace
And a wonder is in our path. ''John Donne Declines a Benefice,'' is quite different. It uses Donne's letter to Morton taken from Walton's Life as an epigraph and is a meditative monologue in which ''Donne'' ponders his refusal. To a certain degree it is pastiche (Donne speaks ''Donne''): he talks of God who is ''to man . . . a magnetic North, a call / For conscience to settle toward''; flesh is ''throughshine,'' at another point, ''hydroptic,'' the space of timeless radiance is ''an intangible fire / That does not stain those white souls black,'' ''the body [is] left, a wickless mass / Of inchoation,'' a word that occurs in the sermons, but not in the poems. The monologue is imagined as happening moments after the letter is written, but will it be sent? Has he convinced himself of the refusal? The offer is appealing, ''If but the propulsion for such scheme / Were generate in this complex frame!'' And then, too, he muses, what if Morton departs ''And I am outcast in a wrangling world / Where an evolved soul's of no avail, / Save for the delight of wits.'' Finally, fearing to ''fade into age, / Full of dissembling sanctity,'' he is determined, ''I'll not! I'll not! / Quick! To Morton! The will is set!'' (159-64).
Much more than Read, however, William Empson is the poet-critic who is pretty nearly Donne's best reader and a good poet, too, in some considerable measure because of Donne. Empson was an undergraduate at Magdalene when Eliot gave the Clark lectures, and he worked a recollection of Eliot's coffee circle talk to the undergraduates into Seven Types of Ambiguity, but claimed in later years that he had never actually attended the lectures on the grounds that as an undergraduate he attended no lectures. 37 No other critic so directly challenges my conviction that Donne will say anything that the poem requires, truth value of little concern. Empson's Donne means what he says, you had better believe him. This is not the place to examine Empson's critical writing about Donne and, too, the Donne presence in his poetry has been well explored by Christopher Ricks. 38 There are, however, a few points worth emphasizing.
For Empson and Donne ''the metaphors are not reduced to a blank obedience but are allowed to ask for themselves a richer presence,'' in Ricks's fine phrase (186). Both poets think in science, if not as scientists. Ricks In his 1935 note to the poem, Empson fretted about not getting all he wanted in: ''the unconfined surface of her sphere is like the universe in being finite but unbounded, but I failed to get that into the line'' (Collected Poems, 98). However, in the prefatory note to the 1955 Collected Poems he observed: ''By the way, I have been much disturbed by recent theories that the universe is not, after all, finite though unbounded, as the earlier poems here often require it to be; but I retain my confidence that the sane old views we were brought up upon will come back into favour.'' This is not so different from Donne's lament over lost coherence in ''An Anatomy of the World,'' which one finds echoed in another poem, where Donne's inch that was a span becomes Empson's title, ''Earth has Shrunk in the Wash'' (28). There is, no doubt, a greater degree of irony in Empson's remark about ''the sane old views'' than in Donne's, but for both what the writing requires is primary, and even if old views are disturbed the intellectual excitement of the new is always present.
Like Donne, Empson listens to the ''eternal silence of the infinite spaces'' and asks ''where is the darkness that gives light its place?'' (''Letter I,'' 19). Sometimes he even sounds like Donne or as Donne might have sounded some three hundred years later, as in ''This Last Pain'':
This last pain for the damned the Fathers found: 'They knew the bliss with which they were not crowned.' Such, but on earth, let me foretell, Is all, of heaven or of hell. The ''edifice of form'' to warm the phantoms, the miraculous in possibility's despite, the style learned from despair-these get at something essential in Donne's writing as well as in Empson's. It is not only for poets writing in English that this encounter has been crucial. Joseph Brodsky claimed he learned English in order to be able to translate Donne and when he left the Soviet Union for England in 1972 he had a copy of Donne in his pocket. At his 1964 trial (it was at hard labor after that, when he wrote the ‫ם002‬ line ''Elegy to John Donne''), he was asked his profession, ''I am a poet,'' he answered. Not a good answer: ''Tell us why you refused to work,'' the judge demanded. ''I did work. I wrote poems,'' said Brodsky. 40 ''Elegy to John Donne'' is in some measure a justification of that claim. ''John Donne fell asleep, and all around him slept. / The pictures slept, the wall, the floor, the bedding.'' In the elegy, the world sleeps, God sleeps, Donne sleeps, his poems sleep:
. . . , all lay sleeping. All was asleep. The window, with its snow, the white slope of the rooftop like a blanket, its ridge and the whole quarter (63-69)
Through Donne, Brodsky is a poet both living and dead: ''For though we can with others share our life, / whom can we find to share death equally?'' Later, in the West, his poems still caught the Donnean sense of miracle, for example, ''25. XII.1993 '' published in 1999:
For a miracle, take one shepherd's sheepskin, throw In a pinch of now, a grain of long ago, And a handful of tomorrow. Add by eye a little bit of ground, a piece of sky.
And it will happen. For miracles, gravitating To earth, know just where people will be waiting, And eagerly will find the right address And tenant, even in a wilderness. 41 Those last lines Donne would certainly have approved.
In some sense all poetry is translation-from the inchoations of the silent self to the fixity of language, from past texts to present remakings, from language to language. Like Brodsky, Yehuda Amichai learned his own voice in part through these acts of translation and for both Donne was a crucial space to pass their words through. In several of Amichai's poems, Donne is the silent middle term in the act of transumption/translation. The eleventh-century poet-philosopher Shlomo Ibn Gabirol (Avencebrol as the West knows him) is the subject of a poem about poetry and pain that concludes, ''But through the wound in my chest / God peers into the universe. // I am the door / to his apartment. '' 42 Or ''Jerusalem, 1967,'' where the phrase ''Yehudean desert,'' plays on his own name and place and the name of the twelfth-century poet, Yehuda Halevi, whose line, ''My heart is in the East and I am at the edge of the West,'' becomes in Amichai's poem, ''I played the hopscotch / of the four strict squares of Yehuda Ha-Levi: / My heart. Myself. East. West'' (47). Amichai reading Donne and reading Halevi; Donne reading Halevi? Quite possibly since Halevi's ''Ode to Zion'' was one of the most widely available Hebrew poems for several centuries after his death.
Throughout Amichai's poetry one hears echoes, not of lines or words, but, as with Empson, of ways of seeing, being, saying: for example, further on in ''Jerusalem, 1967'': ''And already the demons of the past are meeting / with the demons of the future and negotiating about me,'' or most strikingly (as Edward Hirsch has pointed out) 43 in ''A Pity we were such a good invention'':
They amputated Your thighs off my hips.
as far as I'm concerned they are all surgeons. All of them.
They dismantled us Each from the other. As far as I'm concerned they are all engineers. All of them.
A pity. We were such a good And loving invention. An aeroplane made from a man and a wife. Wings and everything. We hovered a little above the earth.
We even flew a little.
Another title could be ''A Valediction Demanding Mourning.'' And one might describe ''Travels of the Last Benjamin of Tudela,'' as, in some measure, Amichai's Metempsychosis, the poet now the fourth of these Benjamins and living on Tudela Street in Jerusalem: ''My body will be dismantled and my soul / will glide out to sea, and its shape is the shape of my body in which it lay / and its shape is the shape of the sea, and the shape of the sea is like the shape of my body'' (Selected Poetry, 79). Like the vagrant soul, Donne turns up in all sorts of places, in Borges's encounter with Biathanatos, which turned him into an avid Donne reader, in Philip Larkin's ''Poem about Oxford: For Monica:'' ''It holds us, like that Fleae we read about / In the depths of the Second World War,'' in Bob Dylan's ''Sister,'' ''we die and were reborn and then mysteriously saved'' (''Wee dye and rise the same, and prove / Mysterious by this love'' as ''The Canonization'' would have it). Not surprisingly, it is mostly the poets who have read Donne with greatest intensity, but there are novelists, too, in this narrative-Virginia Woolf, for example. She, as did all Bloomsbury, read her Donne. In a 1931 diary entry, she lists things that make her happy: music, walks, writing, ''and interestingly at Donne of a morning.'' 44 The following year, indeed the very day that the invitation to deliver the Clark Lectures arrived, an offer she refused, she recorded receiving as a gift a book with Donne's autograph and notes (it was the first 1605 edition of Alberico Gentilis, Regales Disputationes Tres). She made detailed reading notes on his poems and her characters read and know Donne from her earliest novel onward. He appears in several of the essays and has one of his own, ''Donne after Three Centuries'' in the second Common Reader in 1932, where she attempted to find out how ''his voice . . . strikes upon the ear after this long flight across the stormy seas that separate us from the age of Eizabeth.'' 45 She found a writer of contradictions, one who could not see the whole, who particularized, who diminished, who stared intently at detail, who at times is like us, but at others inconceivably remote, who, to the end, ''retained the incorrigible curiosity of his youth,'' one whose ''obstinate interest in the nature of his own sensations still troubled his age and broke his repose,'' who even in death, ''must still cut a figure and still stand erect.'' It is his nonconformity that she valued most, his ''queer individuality,'' her sense of him (as of her self?) as ec-centric, as at once inside and out. 46 As interested as Woolf was in Donne, he does not seem as deeply implicated in her writing as he is in Djuna Barnes's Nightwood, where he enters the ''Watchman, What of the Night?'' section of that novel. There the transvestite Dr. Matthew-Mighty-Grain-of-Salt-Dante-O'Connor, talks Browne and Burton, cites Montaigne and uses as a major text in his discourse on the night the lines from a Donne sermon: ''We are all conceived in close prison, in our mothers' womb we are close prisoners all. When we are born, we are but born to the liberty of the house-all our life is but a going out of the place of execution and death. Now was there ever any man seen to sleep in the cart, between Newgate and Tyburn? Between the prison and the place of execution, does any man sleep? Yet he says, men sleep all the way. How much more, therefore, is there upon him in a close sleep when he is mounted on darkness.'' 47 And in the transmigrations of his imagination, O'Connor sometimes sounds like the repository of the deathless soul's wanderings in Metempsychosis: ''What an autopsy I'll make . . . a kidney and a shoe cast of the Roman races; a liver and a long spent whisper, a gall and a wrack of scolds from Milano, and my heart that will be weeping still when they find my eyes cold, not to mention a thought of Cellini in my crib of bones'' (101).
The uses to which Donne is put are sometimes profound, sometimes superficial. Vikram Seth, for example, takes his title, An Equal Music, and his epigraph from the sermons: ''And into that gate they shall enter, and in that house they shall dwell, where there shall be no cloud, nor sun, no darkness nor dazzling, but one equal light, no noise nor silence, but one equal music, no fears nor hopes, but one equal possession, no foes nor friends, but one equal communion and identity, no ends nor beginnings, but one equal eternity.'' 48 It is unlikely, however, that Donne imagined such music to have been audible on earth, even if he could have heard The Art of the Fugue. Epigraph and title are made to certify the novel's high intent, but other than upping the ante for music's powers, they don't (or Donne doesn't) really matter for the novel.
On the other hand, Updike's use of Donne in Bech at Bay is both subtle and conceptually crucial. Quotation and allusion matter less than the name, than Donne as book. In ''Bech Noir'' Donne presides over Bech's first murder, as Bech brings about the seemingly ''accidental'' death of one of his many imagined literary nemeses at the Rockefeller Center subway station. A few minutes later ''a dainty edition of Donne's Poems [is] pressed close to [Bech's] face as the news of the unthinkable truth spread.'' 49 A bit later, this time at Times Square, the book falls open to ''Death Be Not Proud.'' Later, as the murders multiply and Bech waits for the return of Robin, his young sidekick with whom he has ''known sin'' (the plotting and planning of these accidents and induced suicides and occasional outright murders), he reads Froissart about the body count at Crécy and then, as a cleansing gesture, takes a dip into the little volume of Donne. In a recent meditation on the nature of faith, Updike evokes a Donnean sense of last things, his vivid realization that ''we were all poised above the chasm-suddenly quite vivid to me-of our eventual deaths,'' the sense that ''one had been suddenly flayed of the skin of habit and herd feeling that customarily enwraps and deadens our deep predicament. I later assigned this experience to a fictional character, a Jewish character, though it may be a Christianspecific form of harrowing.'' 50 And to that character, Bech, he gave Donne's poems as a marker of the soul's intricacies and deceptions. 51 Two plays also offer a similar contrast and may help focus the still lingering and not really answered question ''why Donne?''-Wallace Shawn's The Designated Mourner and Margaret Edson's Wit. In an elegant discussion of Shawn's play, Dayton Haskin explores whether it matters that it is Donne whose obliteration from human memory the mourner sets out to mourn? Is it Donne, in particular, or Donne as a name for poetry in general? He finds that it is, indeed, Donne that matters, but not necessarily the familiar Donne, rather the Donne of excess, of bad taste and impertinence, the Donne who played Elizabeth Drury's designated mourner, a role, Haskin argues, Shawn takes for himself in the play; and also the Donne whose sermons were autobiographical acts, scripts with which his readers could recreate the lost original performances. 52 The point I would underline here is that Donne matters in this play, that the questions Who is and What is Donne are the crucial ones.
It is precisely in these terms, however, that Donne does not matter for Edwon's Wit, despite the constant reiteration of his name and at least one of his texts, ''Death Be Not Proud.'' To be sure, the body is a book and those anatomizing doctors read its parts with the scholarly attention that Professor Bearing had lavished on her Donne texts, both doctors and scholar eschewing the sentimental, the merely human. But for all the niceness of the pointing (no melodramatic semicolons, only sighing commas), Donne is reduced to that ''brilliant . . . guy [who] makes Shakespeare sound like a Hallmark card,'' 53 and at the climax is trumped by Margaret Wise's Runaway Bunny (''shucks, said the little bunny, I might just as well stay where I am and be your little bunny'') and displaced, too, by that culturally more assimilable Shakespeare and his flights of angels. Donne here means ''difficult writer,'' but not one that Edson seems to have read much of. I don't think Edson really likes Donne or his poems; still the debate she stages over how to read them, or at least one of them, does quite beautifully set up that extraordinary moment when her scholar heroine passes over that slight breath, the comma between life and death.
Life, Death-last things: Donne and Emily Dickinson are probably the two most spectacular death poets in English (a connection that has been made musically in John Adams's Harmonium, a setting of Donne and Dickinson poems). Although Dickinson often sounds like Herbert, one of whose poems she had copied in a notebook, the obsessive fascination with death rather recalls Donne. There is no real evidence that she read Donne, but one feels that she must have. Yet Virginia Woolf's comment about Donne wanting to cut a figure even in death, which gets at the combination of death's head and dandy that has intrigued so many, does not describe Dickinson's more impersonal, less melodramatic encounters with death. It does, however, point exactly to what the mid-century American painter and poet Marsden Hartley saw and heard. His ''The Last Look of John Donne'' (Fig. 5) works with the familiar image that Donne had had painted so that he could contemplate it as he lay dying, but it is not quite as remembered; it is a little less smiling, less composed than the original effigy (Fig. 6) . Hartley painted it in 1940, not long before his own death and in the direct frontal style that he was working in then, most notably in his portrait of fellow painter, Albert Ryder, who stares at the viewer with a Donne-like fierceness and whose white wool tuque suggests Donne's shroud. It was during this period that Hartley was also writing a sequence of poems called ''Patterns for Prayers,'' all suffused with a Donnean anguish, sensibility, and language. They reprise the Holy Sonnets; one begins ''Look down ever-intimate one / see the bird of these ultimate and inevitable wishes cries out from its crucifixion in the sky,'' 54 I would, like the gentle dove, fly to some aspect of your most generous heaven and there be saved from dire oblivion.
At the time that Hartley painted the portrait effigy, and with the concluding lines from Donne's ''Oh my black soul . . .'' echoing, he wrote a poem that Fig. 6 . John Donne, effigy brilliantly recapitulates the encounters I've been tracing here. There is a gesture of recognition, a question or two, an acknowledgment of shared sympathies, yet a registering of something else, of danger, of distance, of frozen light:
John Donne in His Shroud:
It was a smart caprice to dress you like this.
Was it a borrowed occasion as some hire evening suits for a party?
And the white poppy on top of your head, does that mean now white that once was red? For red is the color of a pagan wine of brisk desire and of flesh-firewhite is for calm attire.
In any case, if it is character is wanted in a face I would say-look at John Donne, that will suffice, fierce passion turned to ice and frozen light.
The ars moriendi tradition that Donne inherited, replayed, eroticized is one link from then to now, so, too, are the intellectual curiosity, the cynicism, the ''fierce passion,'' the linguistic extravagance, the insistent embodiment of the spirit. Yet none of these equals Donne, who remains a multiple, unresolvable provocation. As the allusions accumulate, there is always another sighting to record or encounter to assess. He is certainly useful coin for those who want to trade on his name now that Shakespeare's stock is possibly too common. But for those who take him on, speak to and through him, receive the ''blood transfusion'' in Al Purdy's words, the results can be astonishing. In either case, Van Morrison's 1983 song provides fitting last words:
''Rave on, John Donne, rave on.''
